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Abstract 
Job markets are calling out for change. Realizing the gap between the levels of university-acquired and job-required 
competencies and following consultations with representatives of employers from various industries and students, universities 
across the world have been working on development of innovative education systems based on skills and competencies. 
Although not yet fully aligned, heterogeneous, multicultural and multi ethnic, the European Union education system is facing 
with continuous challenges. This paper aims at undertaking a comparative analysis of the degree in which higher education 
institutions from the United Kingdom and Romania (mainly universities and academies) are meeting the expectations of 
employers, with a special focus on knowledge, skills and competencies of young university graduates employed in two highly 
dynamic industries that are mixing technical and social areas of knowledge and skills: agro-food and tourism. The research was 
based on a structured interview survey with managers from agro-food and tourism companies that have young graduates in their 
staff. The main conclusions are that universities/academies need to improve their existing curriculum through enhancing 
competencies related to communication, team working, technical expertise, customer satisfaction, multi-criteria decision making, 
language and multicultural working environments. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The slowing down of the economic growth around the world requires a rapid change in many fields, including 
higher education. It has been known for a long period that growth depends not only on natural resources but mainly 
on the capacity of a certain society to develop and use at the highest level its human capital (David and Foray, 
2000), but nowadays universities are under pressure to adapt to new realities. The last developments of new agro-
food technologies across the world have catalysed the occurrence of a new global phenomenon called 
„scientification” of eating. (Niva, 2007) It was asserted that the actual agriculture development depends on how 
employees are able to use the new knowledge generated from research and development.(Dyer et al, 2003) This 
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launched an international cross-disciplinary process that involves human capital from many fields, such as: food 
technology, nutrition, bio-chemistry, gastronomy, medicine, pharmacology, business administration, marketing, etc. 
At the European Union level, food industry represents an important part of economy and should be regarded as one 
of the key employers and supported accordingly. These high dynamics were followed by the work force 
development, especially in the emergent fields: new food design, proteomics, functional foods and biotechnologies. 
There is no doubt that in the last decades tourism has emerged as an important sector in all developed economies 
and even in a few underdeveloped countries that possess natural resources in this field. The critical role of human 
capital in the tourism is explained mainly by the direct contact between the customer and the employee, the quality 
of services being a critical condition for companies to successfully operate in this very competitive industry.  
2. Literature Review 
The correlation between employees’ competencies and productivity (Buchel, 2002), the increasing demand for 
new/updated qualifications and the desire of employers to intensively use new technologies determined important 
shifts on the European labour markets. Leaded by technically-oriented professional managers (Meiers, 2000), 
modern companies are rapidly updating their technologies in the context of shorter product life cycles in order to 
become more market-driven (Yang, 2005), smarter and able to respond quicker and better to new customer needs. 
Education literature has ascertained a chronic need for curricular change (Mora, 2007;. Kellermann, 2007; Baker, 
2008), being asserted that classical curricula do not address the necessary knowledge, skills, and competencies 
required to train the new “knowledge workers”, capable of working effectively in this innovative environment 
(Meiers, 2000). Some studies emphasized the effects and business payoffs of the differences among learning levels 
of disciplinary/”school knowledge” and desired competencies on the job market (Garcia-Aracil, 2008; Leoni, 2010); 
other research focused on prioritizing the competencies (Garcia-Aracil, 2008) or estimating their importance for 
employers (Hodges, 2003). 
Competencies represent learning outcomes and are assessed by companies through their HR frameworks that are 
usually evaluating employability skills, capabilities and key competencies. Learning outcomes are defined using 
three main categories: knowledge, skills and competencies. Due to the high and various opinions that can be found 
in the scientific literature, a conceptual clarification needs to be done regarding the definition of competence. In the 
context of the European Qualifications Framework competencies represent the proven ability to use the own 
knowledge, skills and abilities (personal, social and/or methodological) in various situations such as: work, study, 
professional and personal development, in a responsible and autonomous manner. 
3. Methodology 
The main research goal is the assessment of degree in which young university graduates from the United 
Kingdom and Romania are meeting the competence expectations of employers from their countries. The set of the 
analysed competencies was built in a two stage approach. A first sample of competencies was elaborated and 
analysed starting from previous research (Garcia-Aracil, 2008; Hodges, 2003; Mora, 2007). At the second stage, 24 
competencies were finally selected according to authors’ personal work experience in education and business.  
100 companies from the United Kingdom and Romania were initially selected taking into account their affiliation 
to the researched fields (agro-food and tourism), their number of employees (the authors were looking for 
organizations with large number of employees in order to increase the probability to have young graduates in their 
staff) and their openness to collaborate. 47 structured interviews (one interview per company) were conducted with 
employees who have under supervision or collaborate in their work with fresh graduates who are employed for less 
than a year. The interviews followed a questionnaire and were organized in three parts: 1) introduction and 
explanatory notes and preliminary /filter questions, 2) assessment of observed and required levels of the 24 
competencies, according to respondents’ opinions who were asked to give marks for the average observed and 
required/expected level of graduates’ competencies (the rating scale was set between 1 – very low and 5 – excellent) 
3) ranking of the 24 competencies and final respondents’ comments. 
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After proper selection and data processing 44 interviews were considered valid for analysis. The final sample 
consisted of 25 companies from Romania and 19 companies from the United Kingdom, 21 having activities mainly 
in the agro-food sector (food producers and retailers, restaurants, including fast-foods and home delivery) and 23 
with activities in tourism (travel agencies and hotels). Hotels, although having food-related services were considered 
in the tourism category. 
4. Results and discussion 
The general (total) level of the required (expected) competencies is higher in the United Kingdom (UK) than in 
Romania, but somehow surprisingly, the observed level of the analysed competencies is slightly higher in the case 
of the university graduates from Romania. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Expected vs. observed average levels of competencies per country (1-minimum, 5 - maximum) 
 
After a thorough analysis of the processed data for each investigated competence, there were noticed significant 
differences between the two countries. British employers have low expectations regarding written communication 
skills (3.95) and they scored the observed level with 2.63 (between “low” and “average”). Other low scores were 
given to observed ICT skills (2.74), field specific technical expertise (2.95), foreign language proficiency (2.89), 
working independently (2.89) and achievement orientation (2.95).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. The gaps/differences between required and observed levels of competencies in the UK and Romania 
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Romanian employers have noticed quite different flaws among fresh graduates’ competencies, the most 
significant being: taking responsibilities and decisions (2.95), working under pressure (2.88) and accuracy, 
attention to detail (3.00).  
After going deeper into the data, there were calculated and compared the differences between required and 
observed levels for each competence for each country (Figure 2). Looking at the big picture, Romanian employers 
are in general more satisfied by the competence levels of their young employees. In the case of the United Kingdom 
we identified highest differences for achievement orientation and planning, coordinating and organizing. Romanian 
respondents signalized the highest differences for accuracy, attention to detail and taking responsibilities, decisions. 
ICT skills, field specific technical expertise and foreign language proficiency represent the most significant 
differences of the graduates profiles from the analyzed countries. 
Competencies ranking results are shown in the Figure no. 3. Customer service orientation, teamwork & 
cooperation, ability & willingness to learn and planning, coordinating and organizing were the most valued 
competencies. The results show no significant differences between the analysed industries, but revealed a few 
peculiar aspects at country level. Customer service orientation is considered by far the most important asset in the 
UK in both agro-food and tourism sectors. Romania’s best ranked competencies are teamwork & cooperation (agro-
food) and customer service orientation for tourism. 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Competencies rankings of importance (as rated by managers) per industry and per country (lower is better) 
5. Conclusions 
This study revealed significant differences between young graduates’ competencies especially at country level. 
Romania and the United Kingdom have different cultural, social and also educational backgrounds. Although 
expectations are slightly higher in the Great Britain, Romanian employers showed higher satisfaction with their 
young graduates. The lowest rated competencies of the British graduates were: written communication skills, ICT 
skills, field specific technical expertise, foreign language proficiency, working independently and achievement 
orientation. Romanian employers were less satisfied with graduates’ levels of taking responsibilities & decisions, 
working under pressure and accuracy, attention to detail. Competence ranking results proved to be less 
heterogeneous, the most valuable competencies for companies were: customer service orientation, teamwork & 
cooperation, ability & willingness to learn and planning, coordinating and organizing in the context of a complex 
environment.  
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This research needs to be continued with a quantitative survey at national levels in both countries in order to 
analyse thoroughly the nature and the detailed requirements of employees. Also, additional industries could be 
considered, although the results of this study did not show significant differences at this level. 
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